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To improve progress reporting within the Commercial Agriculture 
and Resilient Livelihoods Enhancement Programme (CARLEP), 
which works to enhance market engagement and climate 
resilience of farmers in Bhutan, the project introduced a 
standardised online reporting system. The system is helping to 
reduce the workload of the field and implementation staff, as 
well as helping increase the transparency of the programme.
Cover Participants attending 
a training workshopThe Commercial Agriculture and Resilient Livelihoods Enhancement Programme (CARLEP) 
is the seventh project funded by the International  
Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) in Bhutan, 
under the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry.  
This seven-year programme (2015-2022) focuses on 
marketing and on climate-resilient farming practices 
in the six eastern dzongkhags (districts) of the country, 
namely Lhuentse, Mongar, Pemagatshel, 
Samdrupjongkhar, Trashigang and Trashi Yangtse. 
CARLEP is built on the lessons learned and the 
achievements of the projects and programmes 
implemented in the past in Bhutan, where one of the 
most important lessons has been the need to improve 
the reporting systems to document project progress. 
The conventional method of reporting annual progress 
– whereby implementers had to manually record the 
progress data and submit a document to the Office of 
Programme Management (OPM) either by post, fax  
or e-mail – was tedious and time-consuming, and often 
created problems for the programme staff during the 
compilation of a report because this was not uniform. 
As a potential remedy, the OPM of CARLEP, 
working together with the Project Support Officer 
(PSO), developed an online reporting system using a 
Google sheet to produce an annual progress report 
(APR). This online reporting system was formally 
institutionalised in September 2016 among the 
different institutions which are part of CARLEP:  
the livestock and agriculture sector of the six eastern 
districts, the Agriculture and Research Development 
Center (ARDC), the Regional Livestock Development 
Center (RLDC) and the Regional Agricultural and 
Marketing Cooperative Office (RAMCO). Since then, 
it has been used to avoid the loss of information, save 
time in reporting, to build a robust knowledge 
repository and to have year-round access to data and 
information for documentation.
Before the introduction of the Google sheet system,  
the absence of an effective data repository meant some 
progress data were not recorded at all, affecting the 
overall performance of the programme because many 
lessons and experiences were not captured or 
remained undocumented. 
An online spreadsheet
The Google sheet is an online spreadsheet that enables 
authorised users to write, edit, comment, view, share 
and protect the intended files. The different activities 
of the implementing partners are comprehensively 
inserted into the sheet. The sheet can be shared and 
edited online, which is ideal for use by multiple 
agencies who can work on a single file at the same 
time, from any connected device. Other advantages 
include the possibility of 
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the focal person from the three central agencies. 
Furthermore, a step-by-step guide to use the online 
sheet was also made available on CARLEP’s website: 
http://www.carlep.gov.bt/?page_id=182. In order to 
further validate the system, IFAD reviewed it in 
March 2017, and their feedback and suggestions were 
also incorporated. 
A few challenges and limitations
No major challenges were faced during the 
implementation of the online reporting system, but 
there were some technical limitations, such as the 
poor internet connectivity experienced by several of 
the implementing partners. Listed below are some of 
the minor issues faced:
1.  The majority of CARLEP implementers are field 
staff who spend more time in the field than 
working on reports, therefore familiarising them 
with the online system took longer. 
2.  The implementing partners are not only 
responsible for the programme, but also manage 
other similar programmes and activities for the 
ministry. The sector heads, especially the DLOs 
and DAOs, have different administrative 
responsibilities, and therefore less time to work on 
progress reports. 
• having eligible users who can enter or remove data; 
• editing online files in real-time; 
• viewing progress data of other agencies at any time;
• a timely update of the progress reports;
• working offline (viewing, editing and entering 
data); and
• creating GPS-based data maps. 
Following the development of the Google sheet in 
August 2016, the OPM visited some of the 
implementing agencies to train them on its use, and 
to incorporate their feedbacks and suggestions. A 
round of hands-on training and operation of the 
system was also given to the sector heads of the six 
programme dzongkhags, and to representatives of the 
three central agencies (ARDC, RLDC and 
RAMCO) in December 2016. 
However, it was found that the implementing 
agencies were still facing technical difficulties, such 
as the inability to open files, and there was a certain 
degree of confusion when operating the system due to 
a lack of more adequate information. Therefore, an 
additional practical session was organised in July 
2017 for sector heads (the dzongkhag livestock officers 
[DLOs] and the dzongkhag agriculture officers 
[DAOs]) and their representatives (the assistant 
dzongkhag livestock and agriculture officers), and for 
Above Training participants, 
and collecting their feedback 
and suggestions
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Figure 1: Comprehensive view of the conventional Progress Reporting System
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3.  The online data can only be updated using an 
internet-connected device. Unfortunately, the 
internet connection is poor in most of the programme 
areas. 
4.  Using the online progress reporting system, 
implementers can only enter numerical data. 
Narrative data like the description of a site selected 
for crop intensification, the starting date of a specific 
activity, and the impacts and benefits, are not 
accessible using the online system. 
The technical assistance and guidance provided by the 
OPM on the use of the online reporting system helped 
all implementers understand how the system works. The 
focal persons from the implementing agencies who are 
responsible for the reporting are now familiar with the 
format. In the case of emerging technical issues within 
the system, the OPM and PSO ensure the problems are 
resolved immediately. 
To avoid putting extra pressure on the sector heads at 
the end of the financial year, the OPM recommends 
they update the data on the same day each activity is 
completed. Additionally, to have consistency in 
reporting, the progress report for CARLEP is done on  
a quarterly basis. The progress reports will be done four 
times a year by all implementing agencies to improve 
accessibility to the latest updated figures, and for the 
creation of knowledge products such as information  
fact sheets, impact analysis documents and case studies. 
To get the narrative report, the monitoring and 
evaluation (M&E) section of the OPM continuously 
follows-up on whatever data has been reported. The 
CARLEP website (www.carlep.gov.bt) presents the 
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narrative data on activities implemented in the field. 
The event coverage and news for most of the activities is 
uploaded to the website by the knowledge management 
(KM) section of the OPM, in collaboration with the 
respective implementers. 
There is nothing the OPM can do about the poor 
internet connectivity except to request that 
implementers update progress whenever possible. The 
issue of circulating progress reports, and especially 
narrative reports, has largely been solved through the 
creation of an instant messaging app by CARLEP’s 
implementing agencies – this works even with limited or 
weak network coverage. Implementers use the Wechat 
group to share information about all programme 
activities and through the thread, the KM team of the 
OPM collects the relevant and appropriate information. 
Last, an important thing to mention is that viewing, 
editing and entering data in the Google sheets is possible 
offline, but updates will only register when the computer 
is connected to the internet. The device also has to have 
the Google Drive app installed to update the progress 
report offline. 
Impacts of the online 
reporting system
The 2016-17 annual progress reporting was done 
using the new system, with the OPM compiling the 
data to produce a set of APRs. Both the implementers 
and the OPM consider the online reporting system to 
be an effective means of reporting, especially in terms 
of the following parameters: 
Reduced time in reporting 
In previous projects, when reports had to reach the 
OPM in hard copies (post, fax), it would take at least 
two days for the preparation (the printing and binding 
of all documents), one day for the report to reach the 
post office, and a minimum of three days to be posted 
to the OPM. But with the current method, the report 
is instantly received by the office. Similarly, if there 
were any errors or omissions in the data that had to be 
rectified, this again would take a minimum of 3 days 
to be corrected, whereas with the online reporting 
system, corrections can be made immediately. In 
conclusion, an average of 9 working days was required 
with the old method, but with the online reporting 
system, it takes an average of 12 hours for reports to 
reach the OPM.
Reduced work burden for staff 
The work burden for staff, both at the implementation 
level and the programme management level, has been 
greatly reduced with the institutionalisation of the 
online report system. Field staff no longer have to 
compile, print and send annual data to the OPM,  
they just enter it online. Both the field and the OPM 
staff no longer have to travel to post offices to send 
their reports. With the standardisation of report 
formats and ease of comparison, staff members can 
The work burden for staff, both at the 
implementation level and the programme 
management level, has been greatly 
reduced with the institutionalisation of  
the online report system.
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more easily discuss programme data/progress. OPM 
staff no longer need to manually compile information 
from hand written reports as the information is 
accessible online.
Increased accuracy
Apart from human errors when inputting data, the 
information accuracy of the online reporting system 
can be ensured because it permits the cross-checking 
of existing data. The data to be entered is also mostly 
specified by the units already added to the document, 
so it is easier to trace mistakes. Moreover, the 
information can be compared between implementing 
agencies, enabling them to take up the necessary 
actions, such as tracing of field work if, for instance,  
the data on agriculture activities is exceptionally high 
or low in comparison to that of other dzongkhags. 
Increased transparency and visibility of the 
programme
Since the details of each activity, including the targets, 
fund use, beneficiaries reached (male/female), and 
outputs are online, the accountability, transparency 
and visibility aspects of the programme have 
increased. The system can be used as an online  
data repository to extract or refer to any information 
needed pertaining to the programme’s progress,  
and can be shared with visiting donors and project 
partners.
Lessons learned
CARLEP is completing the second year of its seven-
year implementation period, and the introduction and 
institutionalisation of an online reporting system is a 
big achievement as it helps develop a robust and almost 
real-time M&E framework. This will also prove to be 
a good source of knowledge for future programmes. 
The online reporting system is cost-effective, efficient, 
user-friendly and replicable. Anybody who owns a 
Google e-mail account can operate the system from 
any internet-connected device. Except for the training 
of staff on how to use it, no monetary investment was 
incurred during the set-up of the system.
Online reporting is very efficient for data transferral 
and information sharing. There is limited scope  
for loss of data; errors can easily be traced and 
information can be shared quickly. This system is 
therefore convenient and efficient for performance-
based funding programmes like CARLEP. 
Programme progress can easily be reviewed, showing 
whether a project has achieved its targets and showing 
if funds have been used, thereby giving the donor 
agencies a very clear image of the status of the 
programme. Moreover, the online reporting system is 
easily replicable. The agriculture sector of Trashigang 
has already started running a similar tool. 
However, to obtain the full benefits of institutionalising 
this approach, there is a need for proper internet 
connectivity and that all staff are familiar with its 
application. Therefore, any new initiative needs to  
be communicated to all those who are part of the 
programme implementers, and the field staff need  
to be familiarised with it.
This is one of the results of the process started by the 
“Capitalization of Experiences for Greater Impact in  
Rural Development” project, implemented by CTA,  
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